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  Christmas Quilt Anthology




  From the children of a coal mining village to a group of lumberjacks, these stories will make you laugh, cry and believe in magic.




  





  Silver River Love




  Nevada Territory, 1863 – a mysterious book of poems, an independent heroine, a handsome sheriff and, of course, a villain. Western romance at its best!




  Dedication




  To Susan – you saved my life. Thanks for telling me to “just write!”




  Chapter 1: The House at the end of the Lane




  I looked again at the directions I had scribbled on a note pad after talking to the realtor. This couldn’t be right. Squinting through the windshield into the late afternoon sun, I tried to find the road he had said would be there.




  “Who ever heard of giving directions by counting telephone poles?” I muttered, even as I continued to count. “Eleven, twelve, thir— I hit the brakes. Surely the dirt path on the left was not the road where he said to turn.




  Cautiously I angled my car around telephone pole number thirteen and onto a path that was more undergrowth and sand than anything even remotely resembling a road. I slowed, picking up my cell phone from the seat beside me. Two bars. Great. If I did get stuck, chances were good I wouldn’t even be able to call a tow truck.




  I drove cautiously between outbreaks of wild roses whose long neglected branches reached out like octopus tentacles to snare me. I had almost decided I made a wrong turn when I saw the barely visible sign off to the side.




  It swung at an odd angle from the post because one of the chains holding it was broken. I stopped the car and tilted my head so I could read it. It was the right realty; the huge red letters HN were a dead give-away. I grimaced as the belly of my Honda scraped bottom when I turned onto another roadway that may at one time have been gravel, then again not.




  I flipped off the air conditioner and pushed the power button for the windows. The overhanging trees completely blocked the sun and the drop in temperature was unreal. Only a slight breeze filtered through the open space, but I could smell the salt air and knew; just knew, what I was looking for lay ahead. It had to be, because I was desperate.




  I mentally slammed the door on thoughts I did not want to have. I wasn’t desperate; I was on vacation. I was…




  “Oh, my.” I rounded a curve and the house came into view. It perched on a low hill, lush foliage surrounding it and so many wild sand rose bushes across the front that at first I didn’t see the steps leading to the porch. Wood shingles and siding were weathered to gray. The hurricane shutters on each side of the windows had possibly been red or bright pink at one time, but were now sun faded to a point of almost being colorless. As my gaze swept the exterior I was happy to note that at least all the shutters were there, and the siding appeared to be sturdy.




  I climbed out of the car, pulling my tee shirt away from my sweaty back. Coming to Cape Cod in July had sounded like such a great idea, but it wasn’t just my sweat glands that were rebelling. My hair hadn’t been the same since crossing onto the peninsula at Bournedale. The salt air and humidity did things to it that I didn’t even want to think about, and I contemplated a hair cut—a very, very short hair cut.




  Cape Cod really had nothing to do with my frizzy, blonde-streaked hair. I blamed my current, very confused state of mind on That Time, the eight months of numbing, heart wrenching pain I had endured before making a choice that would change my life forever.




  “What do you want me to do?” my husband had asked when I had once again confronted him with his infidelity and he had again denied any wrong doing.




  “I want you to move out.”




  “I can’t do that,” he replied and I had actually felt a weight lift from my shoulders. I knew the choice was now mine.




  A shiver raced down my spine even now, thinking of That Time. I had important decisions to make about the rest of my life, and I wanted to see if I could still write, an avocation I had been shamed into giving up.




  The need to create happy endings again had been consuming me even as I struggled with my self esteem, mental and physical health, and the actual process of moving out of the home I had occupied for the past seven years. In my desperate flight, I left behind the majority of my possessions but what I wanted to leave behind—the hurt, betrayal and anger—somehow managed to climb into the packed car with me.




  Maybe I could drown them in the ocean I heard crashing to shore on the other side of the house. I hurried around the side, careful where I walked because I wore sandals and the path—the wild rose strewn path—narrowed dangerously as I turned the corner. A dozen steps further and the overgrowth that had blocked my view fell away, opening to a huge expanse of blue sky, even bluer water, and frothy waves that swept up then receded from a brown sugar beach. If ever there were a place of peace and forgiveness, this had to be it.




  I sat right where I was, at the top of a small crest, and tried to soak it in. I closed my eyes and just listened, perhaps hoping for some inner voice to tell me this was the right choice; this was the place where I needed to be. I heard only the cycle of the waves, splashing then receding, but the longer I sat, the more I could feel my breathing and my heartbeat slowing to the same rhythm. The warmth of the day dried the tears on my cheeks. The ocean breeze swept across my shoulders in what I could only hope was a hug. Because I so needed a hug.




  “Happy birthday to me,” I whispered, watching the sky change colors as the sun sank behind me. I hadn’t chosen to take my vacation at this particular time by accident. I knew I couldn’t be alone in a small apartment on this particular day. I never thought I would be alone at this point in my life. Years ago, eons it seemed, I had thought by the time the kids were grown and on their own that it would be our time. That we would travel and explore, share and talk, listen and understand. But after one mid-life crisis too many on my husband’s part, I knew the exploring would be done alone. So I had packed my car and driven to Cape Cod, hoping to escape my sorrow; wanting desperately—a word I seemed to use a lot lately—to find some inner peace and purpose for what remained of the rest of my life. In the serenity of a small town and away from everyone and everything I knew, I looked forward to discovering who I was and what I wanted.




  Besides, I hoped the words would come so I could write again. Creative writing wasn’t something I had ever been able to just sit down and do easily. It took something deep inside me to find the words to create a world and the characters to inhabit it. I hadn’t realized how much I missed those imaginary people I created. Not until I stopped writing. Not until what I had created in the past was used as an excuse for inexcusable behavior, and used to shame me. I was told not to share my writing of romance stories with people he knew because it was a reflection on him.




  I was doing it again, I thought morosely. I constantly reminded myself I would not, could not, continue to dwell on the past and what would never be the same again. Now, forcing myself to my feet, I walked back to the house where a wide porch spanned the entire back side. A dilapidated hammock swung in the breeze until one end caught on a snag of wood from the porch railing. I cautiously placed a foot on the first step, stomped a little to make sure it would hold my weight, then stepped up to the second, repeating the process. Fantasies fluttered at the edge of my awareness of falling through the wood, getting stuck with no one to find me until my bones were bleached white from the summer sun.




  Well, at least I hadn’t totally forgotten how to create a fantasy.




  I plugged the single key into the lock and turned, twisting the door knob at the same time. As expected, the door squeaked and groaned as I pushed it open, reminding me of what an old wooden ship might sound like as it rolled about in a storm tossed sea. The interior was dark, and I left the door wide, hoping to shed a little light through the place. While the outside storm shutters weren’t across the windows, inside blinds were drawn against the sun, fading out the furnishings.




  The house felt lived in, although the realtor assured me no one had been in residence for many years. I felt a sensation of quiet watchfulness, as though someone waited just the other side of the hallway to welcome me. While I always considered I had a vivid imagination, which of course was a necessary requisite to any writing career, I didn’t believe in ghosts or other-worldly creatures, so I wasn’t sure exactly why I hesitated just inside the threshold.




  “Hello?” I think I would have fainted if anyone had answered me, but still I felt I had to speak out loud.




  The back door opened into the kitchen, and I walked across to the windows over the sink and slid up the blinds. What little sunlight left in the day filtered through dirty windows, but it gave me enough light to see the furnishings. The place was equipped with a stove and refrigerator; an old Formica table and chairs sat in the middle of what was actually a spacious room. A pantry-sized cupboard stood against the wall behind the door, and two archways opposite the sink opened to the other rooms.




  I glanced quickly at my watch because the realtor had said the electricity wasn’t on and I wanted to see the rest before it got dark. Actually, I wanted to be sure I could find my way back to town before it got dark, recalling the difficulty I had getting here. Peeking past the archway on the right I saw the living room; several pieces of furniture were draped with sheets. A dark wood, rolled-top desk and chair close to the front windows beckoned me, and I felt the urge to sit and just contemplate writing. Urges stirred within me even now, although I had no idea what I would write.




  Don’t force it. It will come when you’re ready. It was my own advice, but also that of my writing friends, all of whom had experienced writer’s block at one time or the other. But writer’s block wasn’t the same as… I let the thought go. I had to start letting go, I knew it. And I would. I knew that, too.




  I retraced my steps to the kitchen and took the other archway, which opened to a short hall. Two closed doors faced each other. On the wall at the end was a framed picture, largely out of proportion for the amount of wall space. It was darker here with no windows and I couldn’t make out the image.




  Time was running out, so I quickly opened one door to find a closet, and the opposite door led to a bathroom that had a claw-footed bathtub complete with a rust stain running from the faucet to the drain. The toilet had to be as old as modern plumbing would allow. The holding tank was elevated on pipes at least six feet above the floor, with a pull chain for the flushing mechanism. I shook my head in disbelief, and then smiled. At least it had indoor plumbing.




  But where was the bedroom? I stepped back into the hall and looked both ways. Noticing a doorknob on the painting, I turned it and pulled. What I had thought was a wall turned out to be a door, as wide as the narrow hallway. A secret passage.




  Well, not so secret since there was a doorknob, but still, it could have been a secret passage at one time. I peered into the shadows, defining steps that led upward to the left. I hesitated, not wanting to venture into totally black space.




  Some light filtered down from above so I took a chance, using the narrow walls of the stairway to guide me. When my gaze came even with the floor, I knew this was the place where I wanted to spend the summer. If the price was right; if the stove and refrigerator worked; if I could find my way back here tomorrow. No ifs, I told myself as I climbed the rest of the way to a loft bedroom that spanned the entire length of the house. The slopped ceilings were still high enough that I could walk comfortably without banging my head. There were porthole type windows low on the walls, several on each side that I hadn’t noticed from the front of the house.




  There were also two skylights with very little light coming through them. I realized any further exploration would have to wait until I actually moved in. I made my way back down the stairs, cautiously closed the heavy door, thinking the painting may just have to go because I was sure that was the majority of weight I was pushing against.




  When I locked up and climbed back into my car, I sat for a minute and looked at the house—a cottage really—and for the first time in over two months, a genuine smile touched my lips.




  I can do this.




  A last ray of sunlight glinted off a weathervane on the roof. I couldn’t quite make out the figure that adorned it, but realized that was just one more thing I had to look forward to discovering tomorrow.




  * * * *




  I returned to the Fairbanks Inn where I had a reserved room. Freddie and Dennis weren’t out back where I had met them yesterday when I arrived. They were two fun people and I hoped to catch up with them before the weekend was out. We had introduced ourselves the night before and had enjoyed a glass of wine on the patio. They had come down from New York for the weekend and I felt our paths had been destined to cross. Freddie had at one time been married but he and his wife had argued often and to the point that one day the police were called. He had told me it had still taken him moving out five times before he finally decided it was over. Now at sixty years old and retired, he was having the best time of his life. His story made me hope I had something to look forward to in my later years.




  I showered and changed, deciding not to mope around my room. It was a nice room, but small and just on this side of being hot. Apparently air conditioning wasn’t something people in Provincetown thought totally necessary. Instead of central air, there was a small window unit that rattled and shook when I flipped the switch to maximum cool. Grabbing my camera and some money, I walked the short distance to Commercial Street. It was only eight o’clock and there wasn’t a lot of activity. Over the course of my stay, I had discovered things didn’t liven up until around midnight.




  Every touristy town probably had a street like Commercial Street. Bourbon Street in New Orleans and the River Walk in San Antonio came to mind—full of souvenir shops, bistros, outdoor cafes, bars and coffee shops. Couples who were out for an early dinner made me wish again for someone with whom I could share this adventure. Yes, I had come to write, and that was a solitary affair. Yet walking the beach, hearing area history and exploring the lighthouses were things meant to be shared.




  I stood in line at Bubala’s by the Bay, hoping for a seat outside. As evening approached, the air cooled and I thought perhaps an air conditioner wasn’t a necessity, at least at night.




  “How many?” the hostess asked when it was my turn.




  “One.”




  She hesitated, as though I would tell her something different if she waited. Didn’t anyone travel alone? Why ask, I thought as she led me to a table, you already came to that conclusion.




  The table wiggled, one leg just a little shorter than the others, but being outside gave me time to observe people as they passed. As a writer, I was always looking for book characters, and here they were in the flesh. Guys and gals walked down the street that, although for cars, in the evening became a place to promenade.




  Provincetown was rather liberal and uninhibited—sort of the San Francisco of the east coast. I watched as guys meandered by: old, young, tattooed, bald, skinny and stout. Many had partners and none seemed averse to showing their emotions. What a change from the life I had endured. The women who had partners were closer in age than the men, but all were just as confident in themselves and who they were. I wanted to find that confidence in myself again.




  No one seemed in a hurry, and as acquaintances spied each other, they would hang over the low iron railing surrounding the outdoor patio and visit. Was Provincetown such a small place that everyone knew each other? Or did they come back year after year on vacation and renew friendships? If the first were the case, I was in trouble, because as a newbie, everyone would recognize I didn’t belong. I couldn’t even claim to be a “washashore”, which is what they called residents who weren’t born on the Cape. I wasn’t technically even a resident.




  I wondered how long it would take before I could go through a day when everything and everyone didn’t remind me of what I no longer had.




  “Bonnie?”




  I turned at the sound of my name, thinking nobody in this town knew me, but I was wrong. “Freddie.”




  He wove his way through the tables to get to mine, Dennis not far behind.




  “Can we join you? It’s nuts out there—way too many people.” This from Dennis, who waved his hand about negligently.




  “You’re from New York. How on earth can you think this is crowded?” I glanced beyond the low railing where plenty of people roamed the street, but it wasn’t as though you couldn’t walk.




  “In New York, it’s expected. I thought Provincetown would be much more laid back.”




  I shook my head. I guess reality was in the eyes of the beholder. “I would love for you to join me. I was just thinking…never mind. Sit down.”




  Throughout dinner and for several glasses of wine afterward, we talked and laughed and it felt good. I would most likely never see these two after their weekend was over, even though I planned to stay on the Cape for the summer. But it was nice to strike up a friendship for a short time.




  “Freddie, what are you doing here? I thought you and Bob only came down late in September, after the invasion was over.” A tall, good looking man slapped Freddie on the shoulder as he spoke. He glanced across at Dennis, then me. He had warm gray eyes and a very nice smile. His hair was longish and dark brown, just a little gray at the temples, a striking contrast to his deep tan.




  “Hey, Robert,” Freddie replied. “I thought you refused to reside here in the summer anymore with all the riff raff.” I could tell by Freddie’s smile they were good friends and liked to tease each other. “Oh, this is my friend, Dennis, from New York, and this is my new friend, Bonnie Keeler, from Kansas.”




  Robert nodded at Dennis but smiled at me. I put out my hand. “Very nice to meet a friend of Freddie’s. I’m part of the invasion.” I smiled to take any sting out of my words.




  He laughed outright, a deep, incredibly robust laugh. “I apologize.” He pulled the fourth chair out and sat beside me, making himself at home. “For years, P’town was small and bohemian and everyone knew everyone and we all got along. Then someone spilled the beans and let our secret out. Suddenly we were inundated with tourists—”




  “Invaders?” I interrupted.




  “Call them what you will. They made a difference in this town. Mostly good, of course, with the influx of new money and the need for more B&B’s, hotels and businesses. We all benefit. And it’s not like Sturgis with those crazy motorcycle fanatics and their raunchy parties. At least our returning couples and the events of Bear Week are done tastefully.” He stopped long enough to take a sip of wine the waitress had brought him.




  “So you’ll take our money but you’d really prefer we not be here?” I asked.




  Robert sighed dramatically. “I know. That sounds terribly paradoxical, doesn’t it?”




  My lips curved at both his mannerism and language.




  Freddie’s foot connected gently with my shin under the table. I looked at him as he ever so slightly inclined his head toward Robert. He raised a brow and smiled at me and like a thunderbolt out of the blue, I realized he was telling me Robert was an available male.




  Oh, lord, please. As I sat there with the cool ocean breeze fuzzing my hair, I realized how dormant my entire body, and especially my brain, had become over the years. I knew nothing about flirting. I hadn’t even worn makeup to dinner.




  “Bonnie’s a writer,” Freddie said, apparently trying to help out. “You should get her books for your shop.”




  “Really? What do you write?” Robert turned toward me, draping an arm over the back of my chair.




  Knowing most men’s reactions to the word erotica, I said instead, “Romance, ghost stories, and then to pay the bills I write grants and magazine articles.”




  His brows rose. “I’m impressed.”




  I hoped he would let it drop at that.




  “What kind of romance?”




  What did it matter if I told the truth? It wasn’t like I’d see this guy again. I wasn’t ashamed of what I wrote, even if my soon-to-be-ex-husband had tried to make me so.




  “I started out with historical, and then wrote some time travel.” I paused before adding, “Lately I’ve been writing contemporary erotica.”




  Robert raised his brow again. “Hot stuff?”




  I blushed. I wasn’t used to anyone asking so many questions about my writing. I wasn’t used to talking about it at all—even the mundane aspects of setting or plot—because my husband hadn’t been interested. He had only been interested in me not sharing it with wives of his associates.




  Robert was still watching me and it took a minute to remember his question. His direct gaze was inquisitive, interested, and teasing.




  “My writing’s not as hot as some authors, but yeah, there’s plenty of sensuous, sexy lovemaking.”




  His face broke into a grin. “Nice!”




  Chapter 2: A Beginning




  “Where are you going?” Freddie asked the next morning when I came down for breakfast on the patio.




  I dropped my bags next to the wall so they wouldn’t be in anyone’s way and helped myself to a cup of coffee.




  “I have to find a place to live. I only reserved two days here.” I plopped in a chair beside him.




  “You can stay with Dennis and me for the rest of the weekend.”




  I slanted a gaze his way.




  “Well, at least you’d know you were safe.” He grinned.




  “You know, I think I want to try it another way for a change.” When he scowled at me, I added, “I don’t mean putting myself in danger, but maybe just taking a chance, having an adventure. I’m tired of always doing what’s expected.”




  It was true. I had gone to college because my dad said I would. I had become a teacher because he said that, too. I married, had kids, and followed my husband as he made career moves because that was what a good little wife did.




  And what had it gotten me? An unhappy marriage; an unfaithful husband, and an unexpected life change I wasn’t sure I had the capacity to make. I shook off my dour musings, the bright sunshine wanting me to be happy.




  “While I was out yesterday, I found a place I want to rent. I need to meet with the realtor. It’s a little run down, so hopefully it’ll be within my price range.”




  Freddie raised his coffee cup to mine. “Then here’s to success and adventure.”




  “Speaking of, what kind of adventure are you and Dennis having today?”




  Freddie came to the Cape every fall, but it was Dennis’ first time, so Freddie was having fun taking him here and there, showing off the best the Cape offered. “There’s a winery in Truro. We’ll do the tour and a little wine tasting.”




  “Sounds like fun.”




  “I want to see Martha’s Vineyard, too,” Dennis commented as he set his bowl of granola on the table and joined us.




  “That’s on my list,” I said.




  Freddie got out his cell phone. “Give me your number, and we’ll touch base tonight when we get back.” His eyes held a glint of mischief. “Maybe I can set us up with an adventure tomorrow on Martha’s Vineyard.”




  “Freddie,” I warned. From the first, we had connected and had talked well into the night. But I really didn’t know him, and wondered what I was getting into.




  He held out both hands, palms up as though weighing something. “Safe or adventure? Yesterday…” He paused dramatically with one hand dropping down as though the weight of the past were too much to hold up. “Or now?” His other hand floated upward toward the bright sunshine.




  I grinned. “You’re right, but who’s going to keep me on track once you go back to New York?”




  “Oh, hon, I’ve got a plan for that, too.” He said no more; just looked at me over his coffee cup with eyes that crinkled at the corners.




  * * * *




  “Oh, sweetie, I can’t rent you that house.” The lady at HN Realty hurried from behind her desk and grabbed my hand.




  She wore flowered Capri’s and a tee shirt, croc sandals on her feet. Her blonde hair was cut short and curled about her round face. At least her hair wasn’t fuzzy, I thought, sliding a hand over my head to smooth the frizz that wouldn’t be confined by hair gel this morning.




  “How did you ever even find that house?”




  “I stopped here yesterday. Your assistant gave me the key and directions, of a sort.”




  “Gary? I really will have to speak to him. He’s always playing…well, he just should have known better.”




  “Is there something structurally wrong with the house that I can’t manage for a few months?”




  She shook her head.




  “Does it have running water and electricity?”




  She made a face but nodded.




  “Why not rent it to me then? It’s empty.” I thought I had already stated that fact when I came in.




  “Well, it’s…” She hesitated, looking out the window of the office, then to the pictures on the wall behind me, all of which were listed properties. She finally turned back to me. “It’s for sale.”




  “I know that, but it’s empty,” I repeated, “and from the looks of it not exactly at the top of your list of showings. Why can’t you rent it to me for the summer? I’m sure the owners would like to see at least a little money coming in.”




  She scrunched up her lips in thought.




  “Look, let me rent it and if you should…” I almost said miraculously, “sell it before the end of summer, I’ll move.”




  “It hasn’t been lived in for quite awhile.” She still hesitated.




  “I’m not afraid of doing a little cleaning.” I would later regret that statement as I actually hadn’t cleaned a house in years. One of the benefits of having the money for Merry Maids.




  “I would need a thousand dollars for three months rent. And you pay the electricity and water.”




  If she thought the cost would deter me, she was wrong. I nodded.




  She quickly filled out a rental agreement while I waited. When it had been signed and she gave me a copy along with the extra key to the house, I handed over a check.




  She snatched it out of my hands and quickly put it in a lockbox in the top of a filing cabinet. As she slammed the drawer shut with a clank, she pushed the lock and extracted the key before turning to me.




  “Okay, it’s yours for three months but don’t come back in a week and want your money back. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”




  I walked out into the bright morning sunshine before her words sank in. Warn me about what? I turned back just in time to see her place a closed sign in the window and to hear the click of the door being locked.




  * * * *




  It took most of the afternoon to unload my car and get stuff stored away. I had brought only my clothes, a few pictures of the kids and some of my favorite pottery, my laptop and files, and the coffeepot. Anything else I needed I could buy later. I didn’t want to go back into town, but there was no help for it, considering I didn’t even have a bottle of water.




  I turned on the kitchen faucet, leery of drinking the water in the pipes. I let it run and did the same in the bathroom as I lugged a box of clothes up the steep steps to the loft. Damn, I didn’t even have a sheet for the bed. A list was definitely in order, or I would never remember what I needed by the time I did get to town.
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